University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

9-5-1997

New Prison Massacre Stuns Venezuela
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "New Prison Massacre Stuns Venezuela." (1997). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/12405

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 55074
ISSN: 1060-4189

New Prison Massacre Stuns Venezuela
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Venezuela
Published: 1997-09-05
On Aug. 28, a massacre by inmates in El Dorado maximum- security prison, in a remote area of the
Venezuelan Amazon near the Brazilian border, shocked the country and again drew attention to
the desperate conditions in the nation's prisons. Venezuela's 32-prison system is among the most
overcrowded, understaffed, and violent in the hemisphere, according to human right groups, which
include Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch (HRW). The total prison population is
double the capacity. Drug abuse and rape are common.
According to the Justice Ministry, 208 prisoners were murdered in 1996 the lowest figure in recent
years. Prison guards are undertrained and frequently abusive. Drugs and guns are easily smuggled
in, often by prison guards for a fee. Makeshift knives are made from filed-down cutlery, tubes, and
bars. El Dorado prison, which houses Venezuela's most dangerous and violent offenders, is situated
in the jungle 700 km southeast of Caracas in Bolivar state, far from most prisoners' families and from
human rights observers.
Built in 1958, the prison is next to a National Guard garrison and across a small river from the goldmining town of the same name. The river is reportedly infested by piranhas and alligators. Only
one road in and almost no telephones service the area. The coordinator of the nongovernmental
FundaReo, Henry Castro, said that El Dorado "is a warehouse of human beings, where it cannot be
said that human rights are violated, because such rights simply do not exist there."
Joanne Mariner, a prison expert at HRW, agrees. "It's about the worst in Venezuela. It's completely
falling apart. It's crumbling. Nothing works. It's not fit to hold anyone." Mariner said Venezuelan
authorities have been urged repeatedly to alleviate the appalling conditions that have made
Venezuela's prison system a death trap for inmates. "Until they improve conditions, it's all too
predictable," she said. "It's just the yearly massacre, the yearly orgy of death." Massacre traced to
rivalry for prison control In the most recent incident, inmates belonging to one gang broke out of
their cell block and launched a violent raid on a rival gang shortly after dawn, and within less than
an hour the violence was over, prison officials said.
As they approached, the attackers shouted a coded warning that guards were carrying out a
weapons search, prompting their victims to put away their arms, leaving them defenseless when the
attackers struck. The victims were hacked, burned, and at least two were decapitated. Twenty-nine
prisoners were killed and 13 others were wounded. Carlos Chancerol, mayor of the nearby town
of Tumeremo, told reporters that inmates were kicking the heads of decapitated prisoners along
cellblock hallways before the National Guard restored order. The attacking group was apparently
seeking revenge for the recent murder of one of their leaders.
Authorities said the attackers were longtime El Dorado inmates and the victims were Guajiro
Indians, recently transferred from Sabaneta prison, Venezuela's largest, for disciplinary reasons.
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In Caracas, the vice minister of justice, Kurtnagel Von Jess, said the fight was "between rival gangs
for control of the prison." He acknowledged that the prisoners set the rules at the prison. "What
happened was a massacre," said Justice Minister Hilarion Cardozo after visiting the scene. "It was
a well-planned and very well-executed operation." No journalists were allowed to enter the prison
as authorities tried to avoid publication of disturbing images of another outbreak of violence in
Venezuelan prisons.
The El Dorado massacre was the deadliest since January 1994, when 109 inmates died in a riot and
fire at Sabaneta, located in Maracaibo near Venezuela's northwest border with Colombia.
In November 1992, 68 inmates were killed during unrest inside the infamous Reten de Catia in
Caracas. Last October, guards at La Planta prison in Caracas deliberately set off a fire in a cell,
killing 25 inmates. Promises of prison reform have yet to materialize In January, when the Reten de
Catia was closed, prison authorities promised a turning point in massive overcrowding, brutal riots,
killings, and inhumane living conditions in the nation's prisons (see NotiSur, 01/24/97).
In March, Jose Miguel Vivanco, executive director of US-based HRW, presented Venezuelan
President Rafael Caldera with the results of HRW's investigation of conditions in the penitentiaries,
where he said inmates openly carry around weapons and drugs with the complicity of prison
authorities. Vivanco said members of the National Guard, placed in charge of prisons in 1995
following several riots at a number of facilities, were also responsible for persistent violations that
were seldom investigated and never punished. The prison crisis, according to the HRW report, has
its roots in the 1980s when the economy began to deteriorate.
In 1989, former President Carlos Andres Perez imposed a tough structural adjustment program.
As in other countries, the measures disproportionately affected the poor and contributed to social
unrest. As the economic downturn continued, crime soared, and citizens clamored for harsher
punishment for criminals. The incidence of lynchings by outraged mobs taking the law into
their own hands increased beginning in 1994, especially in the cities' crime-ridden shantytowns.
Although the number of people incarcerated increased, the government failed to build new prisons
or refurbish or create new space in existing ones. As a result, conditions inside the prisons spiraled
downward. In Ciudad Bolivar prison, for example, the HRW delegation saw "prisoners walking
through the yard with large machetes in their hands and homemade firearms at their waists."
Added to this, HRW found that in several facilities only one guard was on duty for every 150
prisoners. In one prison, although no guard was seen within the main section of the prison, about
40 women prisoners, some with babies, mingled with a male population of over 1,000, according to
the report. Because of the painfully slow legal system where a case can drag on for years before the
accused is tried and sentenced, fewer than one-fourth of the country's 24,000 prisoners have been
convicted of a crime and should not, in principle, even be detained. Nevertheless, the Venezuelan
courts customarily deny bail or provisional liberty pending trial to most criminal suspects. President
Rafael Caldera's administration says it is attempting to improve prison management by increasing
staff and cell space. By the end of the year, the government plans to add 1,500 better trained and
better paid guards and to increase jail capacity to adequately hold another 5,730 prisoners. But,
sounding an ominous note three days after the El Dorado massacre, Justice Minister Cardozo told
El Universal newspaper, "There is no authority, the jails are in the hands of the inmates." (Sources:
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United Press International, 03/14/97; Inter Press Service, 03/14/97, 08/28/97; Reuter, 08/28/97; El
Nuevo Herald, The Miami Herald, Spanish news service EFE, 08/29/97; Associated Press, 08/29/97,
08/31/97)
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